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There is a changed ‘structure of feeling’ emerging in higher education systems, par-
ticularly in OECD nations, in response to changed social, cultural and economic
arrangements. Taking a student equity perspective, the paper names this change in terms
of ‘mobility’, ‘aspiration’ and ‘voice’. It argues that (1) new kinds and degrees of mobil-
ity are now a significant factor in sustaining unequal access to and experience of higher
education for different student groups, (2) despite government and institutional aspira-
tions to expand higher education, students’ desires for university are not a given among
new target populations and (3) while universities are seeking to enroll different students
in greater numbers, the challenge now is how to give greater voice to this difference.
Drawing on these themes of mobility, aspiration and voice and taking recent changes
to higher education policy in Australia as the case, the paper presents a new concep-
tual framework for thinking about student equity in HE. The framework extends from
established approaches that focus on barriers to accessing higher education in order to
focus on people’s capacities in relation to higher education participation.
Keywords: Appadurai; aspiration; capabilities; capacity building; equity; higher edu-
cation; mobility; Sen; Urry; voice
Introduction
The underlying interest of this paper is in factors that affect access to and participation
in higher education (HE)2 for traditionally under-represented groups, particularly people
from low socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds. The Australian HE system loosely
constitutes the case within which these matters are explored, although we see similarities
with HE systems in other OECD nations, including in the UK and the USA, and we draw
on data from these systems in our analysis. Our basic argument is that structural changes to
HE are emerging worldwide, particularly in OECD nations, and that these are accompanied
by an emerging change in the ‘structure of feeling’ (Lingard & Gale, 2007; Williams,
1961) in HE. It is also in response to what we see as stubborn problems in accessing and
participating in HE for disadvantaged groups. These have persisted over time despite our
best efforts to redress them, suggesting problems with how these problems are conceived
and signaling the intransigence of structural inequalities in education.
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In Australia, the under-representation in higher education of people from disadvan-
taged backgrounds, at least since the Second World War (Gale & Tranter, 2011), is such
a problem. Indeed, HE participation among low-SES groups has stagnated at 16% or
slightly below since the late-1980s (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008), well below
the 25% rate that represents equitable participation.3 The recent trend from mass (16 to
50%) to universal (over 50%) HE participation of an age cohort (Trow 1974, 2006) and
the Australian Government’s (2009) emphasis on increasing investment in human capital,
which has been reflected in the setting of participation and attainment targets, gives new
economic and strategic impetus to redressing this problem, beyond the already compelling
social justice case. This context calls for new ways of thinking about the problem that can
open up new ways of thinking about how it might be addressed.
The paper names this new conceptual framework in terms of mobility, aspiration and
voice as a way of moving beyond current conceptions of the conditions of university entry
identified by Anderson and colleagues in the early-1980s as the 4As: the availability of
places, the accessibility of places, student achievement levels and, to a lesser extent, stu-
dents’ aspirations (Anderson, Boven, Fensham, & Powell, 1980; Anderson & Vervoon,
1983). While the 4As model has been an important heuristic for thinking about access,
within Australia and internationally, its shortcomings in relation to new contexts for HE
are increasingly apparent. This model was conceived in a historical moment when HE was
a much scarcer good, when it was a field more closely tied to the nation-state and its ter-
ritory and when its status as a privileged site of knowledge production and reproduction
was only just becoming unsettled by critiques grounded in the politics of difference. It also
focuses on the point of entry to university and draws attention to equity issues in terms of
barriers to access and participation. In our current historical moment, a new structure of
feeling surrounding HE reflects changes to its scarcity amid moves to significantly increase
provision in many OECD countries, to its territoriality in new globalised contexts and to
the presumed universality of its modes of knowledge production. At the same time, con-
ceptual innovation in the social sciences has drawn our attention to new social trends that
are contributing to inequalities, as well as to new sites for their contestation. For example,
Urry (2007, p. 6) claims that attention to mobility is part of a new structure of feeling in
the social sciences; the same could also be said of aspiration (Appadurai, 2003, 2004) and,
we suggest, voice, particularly as a means for creating more inclusive and rigorous systems
of knowledge production (Connell, 2007; Couldry, 2010).
This context demands and resources more complex and expansive understanding of
inequalities across what is now a global field of HE (Gale, 2011). To this end, the paper
advocates for a conception of student equity that focuses on capacities – in relation to
mobility, aspiration and voice – rather than barriers to access, expanding the focus beyond
the point of entry to the nature of the HE experience itself. Following Appadurai (2004), we
align our discussion of capacities with Sen’s (1985) work on capabilities and we argue that
strengthening capacities to cultivate networks (mobility), shape futures (aspiration) and
narrate experiences (voice) increases people’s ability to access, benefit from and transform
economic goods and social institutions. In turn, this access strengthens the exercise of these
capacities. Of course, mobility, aspiration and voice are not the only capacities that have
a bearing on people’s lives or their relationship to HE. We focus on this set because they
have arisen in this particular moment as new or reinvigorated categories for social theory
and analysis, and because of their significance for student equity in particular. This capac-
ities approach has the potential to provide new directions and new points of engagement.
Importantly, it focuses attention on positive freedoms (i.e. building collective capacities for
action) rather than negative freedoms (i.e. the removal of barriers to individual freedom)
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(Taylor, 1985), raising questions concerning the different desires and purposes that people
hold in relation to HE.
By way of an introductory example, consider the prevalent strategy of ‘raising aspira-
tion’ as an attempt to overcome the barrier of low aspiration. This strategy presumes that
current forms of HE constitute a universal good and that equity can simply be achieved by
extending equal opportunity for access to all. However, it does not pay sufficient attention
to the subtle processes of streaming and selection in education institutions, as well as the
devaluation of qualifications associated with massification, which serve to disadvantage
some groups even when they appear to be included (Bourdieu & Champagne, 1999). In
this case, stimulating desire for HE does not necessarily advance social justice. As Taylor
(1985) argues, our desires can be at odds with our deeper purposes and interests:
[W]e can experience some desires as fetters, because we can experience them as not ours. And
we can experience them as not ours because we see them as incorporating a quite erroneous
appreciation of our situation and of what matters to us. (p. 255)
Aspiration raising strategies tend to focus on instilling desire for a particular end, rather
than engaging more strongly with the situation of different groups and with questions of
what matters for them. Appadurai (2004) argues that ‘the poor are frequently in a position
where they are encouraged to subscribe to norms whose social effect is to further dimin-
ish their dignity, exacerbate their inequality, and deepen their lack of access to material
goods and services’ (p. 66). Stimulating desire for participation in educational structures,
when these very structures stack the odds against success for targeted groups, is one such
instance of subscription. By contrast, the approach outlined here emphasises strengthen-
ing the extent to which people can effectively determine their situation and what matters
to them –we would include here their ability to shape the HE institutions in which they
are increasingly being called upon to participate – and therefore constitutes a more robust
social justice project (Taylor, 1985, p. 213).
The rest of the paper is divided into three main sections focusing on mobility, aspiration
and voice, respectively. Each section theorises these categories and makes a case for their
relevance to thinking about student equity in HE, engaging with data to provide illustra-
tive examples. The paper concludes by drawing two broad implications for thinking about
student equity from this discussion. First, a capacities approach alters the terms of debate
about the desirability and possibility of HE for under-represented groups. Second, a new
conceptual framework for student equity that redefines the problem in terms of capacities
for mobility, aspiration and voice – the overarching aim of this paper – suggests the need
for a corresponding redefinition of the role of HE itself.
Mobility: the capacity to cultivate networks
The emergence of the ‘new mobilities paradigm’ (Sheller & Urry, 2006) in the social sci-
ences has shown that movement is now a defining feature of modern life in a globalising
world and demands new analytic resources adequate to understanding its multiple effects
on the social. Further, mobility is now a significant factor in the (re)production of inequal-
ities (Bauman, 1998; Urry, 2007). The social, cultural and political changes produced by
new kinds and degrees of mobility demand that we rethink our understanding of issues
relating to student equity in HE from this perspective. This is particularly so given that
HE is contributing to increased rates of global mobility while also being transformed by
them (Rizvi, 2009). That is, new kinds of mobility not only influence who is able to access
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particular institutions and disciplines, they are contributing to a re-figuration of the role of
HE in new fields of social relations shaped, in significant ways, by mobilities (Urry, 2007).
Analysing HE access and participation in terms of mobility is not new. For exam-
ple, Anderson et al.’s (1980) concept of accessibility identified the relationship between
geographical mobility and HE participation, emphasising that students must ‘be able to
travel from [their] place of residence to the institution’ (p. 5) to take up a university
place. However, a more sophisticated account is now required. Clearly, having the means
to become mobile still increases the accessibility of HE, but the relationships between HE,
mobility and inequality are more complex than the distinction between those who can move
in pursuit of university study and those who cannot. In this section we examine this com-
plexity, focusing on the social consequences of new mobilities, particularly the relational
nature of the inequalities they produce, before considering some examples that demon-
strate the value of thinking about student equity from this perspective. These examples
focus upon different capacities for geographical mobility and their relationship to social
mobility. However, it is important to note that other mobilities, such as virtual mobilities
through which connections are forged and sustained with others using online and mobile
communications technologies and the movement of images and information through mass
media (Urry, 2007, p. 8), must also be accounted for in thinking about new conditions for
student equity in HE.
Greater capacities to become mobile appear to translate into increased advantage in
relation to HE access and participation. For groups that live geographically distant from
HE institutions, those that can become mobile have an advantage over those who cannot.
Further, even for groups that live close to institutions, greater capacities to become mobile
increase the set of institutions that they can choose between. However, this conception of
the relationship between mobility and advantage is problematic. Indeed, mobility itself has
no a priori relationship to social or educational advantage or disadvantage. As Elliot and
Urry (2010) explain, ‘underlying mobilities in themselves do nothing. What are key are
the social consequences of such mobilities’ (p. 59). They argue that the increasing scale,
speed, transnationality and subjective significance of new and increasingly diverse mobili-
ties have given rise to a ‘mobility complex’ or field (in Bourdieu’s sense). The notion of a
mobility field, and the breadth of its application, provides a more sophisticated lens through
which to untangle the relationships between mobility, power and inequality. Elliot and Urry
argue:
. . . the position an individual occupies within the institutional parameters of today’s multiple
mobilities generates new kinds of power for realizing ambition and interests, new possibilities
and risks for embodied experiences of movement, as well as new ways for engaging with
culture, taste and social contestation. (p. 10)
For example, while some movements bring new possibilities and advantages (e.g.
business travel), others harbor significant risks (e.g. forced migration). Mobilities pro-
duce social consequences in the context of broader social relations, institutional structures
and political circumstances. Urry (2007) argues that the symbolic capital specific to the
mobility complex is network capital, which is distinct from economic and cultural capi-
tal. In contrast to some notions of social capital that tend to focus on specific contexts or
geographically proximate communities, ‘network capital is the capacity to engender and
sustain social relations with those people who are not necessarily proximate and which
generates emotional, financial and practical benefit (although this will often entail various
objects and technologies or the means of networking)’ (p. 197). Bourdieu’s conception of
social capital differs from this in emphasis: on the aggregate or ‘sum of the resources,
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actual or virtual’ or ‘potential’, more than on the ‘durable network’ through which these
resources ‘accrue’ (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 248; Bourdieu &Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). For Urry
(2007), the emphasis is on the network, which itself is conceived as a resource. In partic-
ular, network capital is constituted through access to resources that specifically facilitate
mobilities, including travel documents, the hospitality of others, places to travel to and
through and access to communication and transport technologies. Yet, like social capi-
tal, network capital is not an attribute of individuals, but the ‘product of the relationality of
individuals’ (p. 198). The benefits of movement accrue and support increased capacities for
further movement, as groups of people establish richer connections and networks of rela-
tions. Elliot and Urry (2010) argue that these ‘networks are a form of power or influence
that can operate to benefit some social groups at the expense of others’ (p. 45).
The social consequences of mobility result from the relationships between the different
capacities of different groups; that is, advantage is derived at the expense of others. As
Rizvi (2009) argues, ‘the people who do not travel are equally implicated in the relations
of global capitalism’ such that those who are immobile are ‘affected by the mobility of
those who are’ (p. 273). Further, as Urry observes in the following interview extract, the
advantage gained by the mobile is often enabled by those who remain:
. . . immobile to facilitate the organising, orchestrating, servicing of the mobilities of others.
So there is always a relationality. So mobilities presuppose the immobilities of other social
groups because of power relations. And it’s sometimes those with more network capital who
are the immobile, who can summon the mobile to wherever they are. We shouldn’t assume
that it is those who are powerful who move. (as cited in Adey & Bissell, 2010, p. 7, emphasis
added)
Network capital accrues through becoming mobile and creating connections, but the power
it confers within the mobility complex may be exercised through remaining immobile.
Therefore, to assess the complex social consequences of mobilities requires asking a series
of questions, including: Which groups are mobile/immobile? Where do they mobilise and
why? And in relation to the mobilities/immobilities of which other groups? In the case of
HE, this requires us to extend our thinking beyond mobility as simply enabling access, in
order to consider how mobilities interact with other factors such as international league
tables, growing international student markets and trends toward increasing HE participa-
tion, as well as the symbolic capitals of educational fields (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), to
produce inequalities of access, participation and attainment.
The new mobilities paradigm raises new issues for student equity in HE
This analytical approach can enrich our understanding of student equity issues in HE, as
demonstrated in the following examples. First, consider a student from the UK who travels
to study in a US Ivy League university. As this student explains, this mobility enables the
student to ‘get ahead’ of other students in the UK who do not travel internationally to
participate in HE:
There is so much talk in the newspaper of the devaluing of degrees, so I think that this is a
way of making your CV stand out a little more. You didn’t just get a degree, you went half
way round the world to get a degree. . . . I suppose I looked at the Ivy League universities
in the US. If I was going to make the trek over here and give up Cambridge, it needed to be
something that was equally enjoyable and taxing and look(ed) good on my CV. (Student, as
cited in Findlay & King 2010, p. 28, emphasis added)
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The emphasis on mobility as a source of ‘added value’ is notable here in the student’s
observation that further distinction accrues to those who move considerable distances
to participate in HE, separate from the distinction conferred by different universities.
This constitutes an extra dimension of social stratification distinct from that produced by
educational institutions themselves. However, this student will not necessarily achieve a
more desirable position in relation to US students who travel domestically to take up a place
in an Ivy League university. The distinction gained through this mobility is most valuable
in relation to those from a similar context (i.e. other candidates for Russell Group univer-
sities in the UK) who remain immobile. It is important to note that inequalities generated
when some students gain further advantage from combining study at an elite institution
with international travel is not one that equity policy or programs, formulated and imple-
mented at national and institutional levels, can readily address. This example, of giving
up Cambridge for the Ivy League, also reiterates the point that HE is not homogenous.
There are considerable differences in the advantage it confers on different student groups
according to different intersections of institutional context, discipline and type of degree
(see, e.g., Parry, this issue).
Those who mobilise in pursuit of HE may also gain distinction from others who
are mobile. For example, consider the mobilities of Indian students traveling to study in
Australian higher education. As Probyn, Caluya and Vyas (2011) explain, many Indian
students perceive Australian universities to be less prestigious than those in the US and
UK, to which they often pursue entry as a first preference. In part, these perceptions are
shaped by the influence of international league tables. In these cases, the destination fur-
ther complicates matters. Moving ‘half way round the world’ might confer distinction in
relation to other students who do not leave India, but it does not necessarily do so when
moving to Australia in comparison to others who travel to the US. Again, the relational dif-
ferences generated by these mobilities (1) are distinct from the symbolic capitals conferred
by specific institutions (i.e. decisions appear to be made based on generalisations about the
quality of national HE systems) and (2) are not related to movement or geography in any
uniform way. For example, while Indian students pursue advantage by moving away from
India to higher status institutions in the US, UK and Australia, students from the US, UK
or Australia may also gain distinction from their peers through student mobility or interna-
tional experience programs that allow them to move to India to study for a semester, even
if their host university is less prestigious than their own.
These examples illustrate how mobility strategies can differently position groups of HE
students in relation to others who are participating in the global field of HE. As such, they
do not yet touch on the relationship between mobility and different rates of HE participation
among different groups within national populations, which is the long-established focus of
questions concerning student equity. As Anderson et al. (1980) have already observed,
social, cultural and financial factors that inhibit mobility can limit access for those who
live at a distance from HE institutions. In Australia this is one factor contributing to low
rates of participation among regional and remote populations (Alloway, Gilbert, Gilbert,
& Muspratt, 2004; Bradley et al., 2008). Notably, even when regional students are geo-
graphically proximate to a university campus, the perception that they are of lower status
than metropolitan campuses means that mobility is still necessary to access desirable HE
(James et al., 1999).
However, immobility may also affect HE participation among urban groups who live
relatively close to HE institutions. Travelling to and from university campuses costs time
and money and can be a factor in students decision-making about the university and campus
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they attend and their ongoing participation if other commitments begin to place competing
demands on their resources. In some cases, significant immobility may even prevent uni-
versity study appearing as a possibility. For example, some school students in metropolitan
areas of Australia, where there are very low rates of HE participation, are significantly
immobile. The following description, drawn from discussions with teachers during a large
action-research project in northern Adelaide, Australia, illustrates some of the educational
and emotional effects of this immobility:
I’ve got kids who . . . have no idea how to catch trains because they’ve never been in Adelaide
centre, they’ve never been in Adelaide train station. . . . Even [on excursions] when there’s no
cost involved, there’s no transport problems involved, they don’t have to get there themselves
. . . we have non-attendance because they are physically afraid of leaving this community, this
area. (Teacher in a northern Adelaide school, Australia)4
The students described here live less than 50 kilometres from the city centre, yet some have
never traveled there and others do so only infrequently. The areas where they live once
supported significant manufacturing industries that have since moved elsewhere, leaving
behind generational unemployment – or ‘wasted lives’ (Bauman, 2004) – as capital moved
in pursuit of cheaper labour and more profitable conditions of production. The physical
immobility of these students provides a stark contrast to that of elite students travelling
internationally to gain further educational advantage. While this contrast likely involves
significant differences in levels of economic and cultural capital, it also reflects different
potentials to accrue network capital. This ‘mobility differential’ (Boltanski & Chiapello,
2005, p. 372) has at least two implications for thinking about student equity in HE.
First, it raises the question of what might be done to redress inequalities produced
through newmobilities. Drawing on Sen’s (1985) capabilities approach, Urry (2007) argues
that ‘a socially inclusive society would elaborate and extend the capabilities of co-presence
to all its members. It would minimise “coerced immobility”. Initiatives in transport, plan-
ning and communications should promote networking’ (p. 208, emphasis added). Enacting
capabilities of co-presence (i.e. communicating ‘face-to-face’ with members of one’s net-
works located in different places) requires geographical mobility but, as Urry (2007)
cautions, this must be fairly distributed and cannot simply imply unfettered movement for
all at all times. Rather, ‘all social groups should have similar rights of co-presence’ (p. 208,
emphasis in original), which would entail reducing the mobilities of some while increasing
that of others. While the policy implications of this proposition are very unclear, it does
suggest that increasing the capacity to cultivate networks among groups low in network
capital is an emergent site of intervention that those concerned with student equity in HE
must begin exploring.
Second, capacities for cultivating networks are closely associated with capacities for
aspiration and voice. For example, imagining travel to unfamiliar places provokes an emo-
tional response of fear for the students described above, to the extent that they avoid
attending school when this would require certain mobilities. Clearly, this is likely to com-
plicate their capacity to access HE, not simply because it would require them to become
mobile, but also because immobility has affected their capacity to imagine certain possi-
bilities as being desirable. That is, for these students immobility is not simply an issue of
movement, it also affects their imagination. In this case, mobility is complexly intertwined
with senses of what is desirable and possible, senses that play an important role in the
formation and pursuit of aspirations.
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Aspiration: the capacity to imagine futures
The concept of aspiration has informed thinking about entry into HE for some time. During
the early-1980s Anderson and colleagues (Anderson et al., 1980; Anderson & Vervoon,
1983) argued that it constituted a basic condition of entry, but was largely a private concern
for individuals and families. Compared with other entry conditions, Anderson et al. (1980)
concluded that ‘aspirations are not particularly amenable to policy decisions. . . . Of much
greater importance . . . is the influence of parents and their family environment’ (p. 5).
However, in the current moment, students’ aspirations have become an explicit site of pol-
icy and institutional interventions, which are focused on ‘encouraging the aspirations and
building the capacity of people from low-SES backgrounds to access higher education’
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2010, p. 16). Aspiration has also been linked more strongly
to availability, in a way not imagined by Anderson and colleagues. Student aspiration and
the availability of places (deregulated with the incremental removal of volume caps from
2009 to 2012) are now seen as interrelated and ‘integral to achieving the Government’s
vision of a stronger and fairer Australia’ (Australian Government, 2009, p. 5).
This changed condition has emerged in the context of ‘third-way’ governance strate-
gies, structural change to HE systems and cultural shifts that have altered the role of
imagination in everyday life. From the late-1990s, aspiration has been increasingly iden-
tified as a site for policy intervention (Johnson & Tonkiss, 2002). Further, the support of
‘aspirational voters’ – those who constitute an upwardly-mobile class-fraction between the
working and middle-classes (Scalmer, 2005) – has been eagerly sought by political par-
ties on the left seeking to reinvent themselves in more ‘capital-friendly’ terms (Johnson,
2004). Raco (2009) argues that this politics of aspiration has emerged from the transition
to neoliberal social welfare policies: ‘the Keynesian social contract in which citizens could
expect to be supported in times of adversity has given way to an individualist politics of
aspiration-building in which individuals are to be liberated to pursue their innate and nat-
ural aspirations’ (p. 440). This shift reflects new governance strategies, in a number of
spheres, which aim to make individuals (and organisations) responsible for successfully
prosecuting their own ‘projects’, as well as the broader projects of the state, particularly in
terms of human capital investment (Feher, 2009). As Rose (1999) argues:
[A]ctors that were once enmeshed in the complex and bureaucratic lines of force of the social
state are to be set free to find their own destiny. Yet, at the same time, they are to be made
responsible for that destiny, and for the destiny of society as a whole, in new ways. (p. 174)
For example, when outlining the Australian Government’s recent plans for [education
reform, which is strongly informed by an agenda of human capital investment with a pro-
ductivity focus, Prime Minister Julia Gillard (then Minister for Education, Employment
and Workplace Relations) argued that achieving national reform goals requires ‘investing
in the capacity of Australians to succeed for themselves’ (Gillard, 2010a, emphasis added).
Elsewhere she has stressed the importance of ‘the intersection of each Australian’s personal
goals with the national goals’ (Gillard, 2010b). As Feher (2009) observes, neoliberal poli-
cies now target subjects defined in terms of human capital and who can be governed ‘by
inciting them to adopt conducts deemed valorizing and to follow models for self-valuation
that modify their priorities and inflect their strategic choices’ (p. 26): that is, to influence
their aspirations for themselves.
This politics of aspiration has been prominent in the UK widening participation
agenda over the past decade (although it would now seem to have run its course) and
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in Australia more recently. Aspiration-raising strategies have been pursued as a com-
plement to programs that target academic achievement. One prominent example is the
well known Aimhigher programme (Department for Education and Skills, 2006; Higher
Education Funding Council for England, 2009). In this policy context, the discourse of
‘aspiration raising’ has been couched in terms of helping disadvantaged groups gain fairer
access to HE. While motivated by government intentions to improve equitable access,
this strategy posits HE as being part of a normative and universalised vision of the
‘good life’. As a result, groups who are under-represented in HE are potentially framed
in deficit terms (e.g. lacking aspiration). In Australia, aspiration has gained significant
attention since the 2008 ‘Bradley’ Review of Australian Higher Education (Bradley et al.,
2008) and the Australian Government’s subsequent announcement of HE reforms in early
2009 (Australian Government, 2009). Deficit discourses of aspiration-raising have also
been prevalent in this context. For example, recent policy argues that one major barrier
‘to increased higher education participation by students from low socio-economic back-
grounds’ is ‘low awareness of the long-term benefits of higher education resulting in
little aspiration to participate’ (Australian Government, 2009, p. 13). Yet, there is ample
evidence to suggest that students from low-SES backgrounds do hold aspirations for voca-
tional pathways that require HE (Bowden & Doughney, 2010; Prosser, McCallum, Milroy,
Comber, & Nixon, 2008), indicating that the issue is more complex than policy frames
suggest.
In contrast to other contexts where aspiration has featured heavily in HE policy, the
current Australian context is characterised by the new urgency with which government
and institutions must now address levels of desire for HE. To spur the expansion of the
Australian system, the government has set ambitious attainment and participation targets
(Australian Government, 2009). Further, from 2012 the cap on the number of places uni-
versities can offer will be lifted, incrementally removed from 2009, ostensibly creating a
demand-driven system. The combined effect of these measures will alter the relationship
between the supply of and demand for places, with projections suggesting that there is
likely to be insufficient demand to meet targets set by the Australian Government in 2009:
an attainment target for 40% of 25–34-year-olds to hold bachelor-level qualifications by
2025 (Sellar, Gale, & Parker, 2011) and a participation target for 20% of undergradu-
ate students to come from low-SES backgrounds by 2020. In the current context, this
participation target is important for more than reasons of increasing equity; it will also
be an important contributor to overall increases in attainment and this has created new
funding and impetus for aspiration-raising programs (e.g. see the emphasis on aspirations
in the Australian Government’s recently introduced Higher Education Participation and
Partnerships Program [Commonwealth of Australia, 2010]).
Across national HE contexts, emphasis on aspirations has spurred research of at least
three different kinds. First, many aspiration-raising programs have been the subject of
evaluation research that, by its nature, tends to focus on program effectiveness, in terms
of increasing the numbers of targeted students that intend to or have enrolled in HE
(Gale et al., 2010). Second, there is a substantial body of research identifying students’
aspirations for educational, vocational and broader life trajectories (e.g. Allowayet al.,
2004; James et al., 1999; James, 2000, 2002; Khoo & Ainley, 2005). Studies of this kind
tend to focus on the aspirations that students describe and the factors that influence the for-
mation of these aspirations. They also tend to be written with a focus on analysis for policy
(Gordon, Lewis, & Young, 1977). Third, there is a body of critical sociological literature
that examines how structural inequalities, along the lines of class, race and gender, shape
aspirations in ways that serve to reproduce social structures (e.g. Archer & Yamashita,
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2003; Archer, Hollingworth, & Halsall, 2007; McLeod, 2000; Reay, David & Ball, 2005).
Much of this work has employed a Bourdieuian analytical framework, aligning processes
of aspiration formation with habitus, operating below the level of calculation and con-
sciousness. Each of these bodies of literature makes important contributions to knowledge
about aspirations for programmatic and policy purposes: the evaluation literature provides
evidence for program effectiveness in relation to a particular set of assumptions and objec-
tives; the studies of students’ aspirations for educational and vocational trajectories map
the future intentions that people readily articulate and the influences on them; and the crit-
ical sociological literature analyses how people’s expressed aspirations are formed within
fields of social power, often in non-conscious dispositional ways.
A new approach to aspiration and imagination in the context of globalisation
The work of globalisation and modernity scholars, which is seldom cited in research lit-
eratures focused on students’ aspirations, has much to offer an analytical framework for
examining issues of student equity in the context of global HE. For example, Appadurai
(1996), Taylor (2004) and others associated with the journal Public Culture have devel-
oped a set of arguments concerning social imaginaries – ‘the way a given people imagine
their collective social life’ – in the context of globalisation and the emergence of multi-
ple modernities (Gaonkar, 2002, p. 10). As Gaonkar explains, the multiple modernities
thesis ‘holds that each nation or region produces its own distinctive modernity in its
encounter with the allegedly culture-neutral forms and processes (science and technol-
ogy, industrialization, secularization, bureaucratization, and so on) characteristic of societal
modernization’ (p.4). Each of these modernities is associated with social imaginaries,
or what Appadurai (1996) describes as imagined worlds. Appadurai argues that, in the
context of globalisation, new flows of people, images and ideas have provided newly
vitalised resources for imagining: that is, ‘electronic mediation and mass migration mark
the world of the present not as technically new forces but as ones that seem to impel
(and sometimes compel) the work of imagination’ (p. 4). As a result, imagination ‘has
now become part of the quotidian mental work of ordinary people in many societies’
(p. 5). It is therefore important to understand policy and programmatic shifts toward
aspiration, and their implications for student equity, in relation to broader cultural shifts
that have transformed imagination into a ubiquitous and concrete form of social-material
work.
Focusing on case studies in India, Appadurai (2004) has translated his analyses of
globalisation and imagination into an argument for aspiration being a key site of devel-
opment work to alleviate poverty. In contrast to economic analyses, which tend to elide
cultural contexts through a focus on individual wants, Appadurai argues that aspiration
is the future-orientedness of culture, and is therefore a collective cultural capacity. (Like
Urry, Appadurai aligns his argument with Sen’s work on capabilities.) The least advan-
taged in any society have a weakened capacity to imagine futures due to (1) less access to
resources with which to support experimentation and practice in pursuing desired futures
and (2) operating under adverse terms of recognition insofar as their aspirations are formed
and pursued within normative cultural contexts dominated by more privileged groups:
The capacity to aspire is . . . a navigational capacity. The more privileged in any society simply
have used the map of its norms to explore the future more frequently and more realistically, and
to share this knowledge with one another more routinely than their poorer and weaker neigh-
bours. The poorer members, precisely because of their lack of opportunities to practice the use
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of this navigational capacity (in turn because their situation permits fewer experiments and
less easy archiving of alternative futures), have a more brittle horizon of aspirations. (p. 69)
This brittleness is evident in the phenomenon of students identifying ‘high’ aspirations
(in normative terms and shaped by populist common sense and mass media) early in their
schooling, before shifting to ‘lower’ aspirations (again, in normative terms) later in school
and life as they sense what is ‘realistic’ for ‘people like them’ (Archer, Hollingworth,
& Halsall, 2007). This phenomenon cannot be countered simply by ‘raising’ aspirations
in normative terms. As discussed earlier, this strategy does not adequately account for
the socially reproductive effects of simply reinforcing normative values and aspirations,
whereby groups who are more familiar with these norms and better resourced to success-
fully navigate them retain privileged positions in social structures, while relatively few from
less advantaged backgrounds are afforded the opportunity to attain more advantageous
positions within them.
Examining strategies employed by community-based development activists inMumbai,
Appadurai (2004) identifies four general principles that might inform work to strengthen
the capacity to aspire: (1) identifying, supporting and reporting processes through which
norms surrounding disadvantaged groups are challenged – what Kamler and Comber
(2005) describe as ‘contesting deficit assumptions’ (p. 5) – and a new consensus produced,
(2) supporting community-based educational efforts through which understanding of how
to navigate normative contexts can be increased, (3) developing methodologies for iden-
tifying and contextualising people’s immediate desires in relation to broader norms and
narratives and (4) supporting the exercise of voice because it is the means by through
which ‘the sinews of aspiration as a cultural capacity are built and strengthened, and con-
versely, it is through exercising the capacity to aspire that the exercise of voice by the poor
will be extended’ (Appadurai, 2004, p. 83).
Each of these principles can be brought to bear in rethinking how HE policy and
programs might engage with students’ aspirations to effect transformations of inequitable
social arrangements – through altering the terms of recognition extended to disadvantaged
groups – rather than offering a few the chance to take up better positions within existing
arrangements (Fraser, 1997). For example, aspiration-focused educational interventions
might combine action research to identify the narratives and norms that shape local aspi-
rations and community-based resources for aspiring (thus contesting deficit assumptions
of ‘lacking’ aspiration), in order to formulate educational interventions that (1) inform
students about the socio-cultural, economic and political contexts they must navigate
in pursuit of desired futures and (2) provide opportunities for public performances that
improve the terms of recognition accorded to disadvantaged groups (e.g. exhibitions of
student work to community audiences).5 This approach is more resource-intensive and
requires greater collaboration across universities, schools and communities than programs
that simply aim to put university on people’s ‘radar’, but it holds stronger possibilities
for altering the relationship between disadvantaged groups and dominant institutions
such as HE.
Finally, just as capacities for networking and mobility have effects on aspiration,
strengthening aspiration involves the exercise of voice. Indeed, Appadurai (2004) draws
on Hirschman’s (1970) well known exit-voice model, which identifies two responses to
discontent with institutions: (1) exercising voice in order to improve the institution or (2)
exiting from the institution to have one’s needs met elsewhere. We share Appadurai’s (2004)
position that strengthening voice – that is, people’s capacity ‘to express their views and get
results skewed to their own welfare in the political debates that surround wealth and welfare
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in all societies’ (p. 63) – must be a primary strategy for policy and programs concerned
with improving outcomes for disadvantaged groups.
Voice: the capacity to narrate experiences
Putting exit strategies to one side then, in Politics, Aristotle (1992) makes the distinction
between ‘mere’ voice (phoné) and speech (logos): the former characterised as the most
basic form of communicating sensations and the latter as the medium for political debate
and deliberation. Clearly, ‘voice is not simply speech’ (McLeod, this issue), although
in contemporary times it would seem that there has been a reversal in what these two
terms connote or, at least, that current conceptions of them have merged as part of a more
general merging of voice with ‘identity’ and ‘representation’ (Baker, 1999). In the latter
half of the twentieth century in particular, the concept of voice has been ‘tied in with
claims for political recognition of difference and identity politics, alongside struggles
for equality’ (McLeod, this issue). In HE, it has been invoked in struggles for student
advocacy and student involvement in institutional decision-making, with threats to these
read as exclusionary (Cumming, 2010). Those arguing for student voice have seen its
assertion as:
. . . part of a larger emancipatory project, hoping it would be transformative not just of indi-
viduals, but of the oppressive hierarchies within educational institutions and even in society.
Within higher education, these arguments were made by critical pedagogues such as Henry
Giroux (e.g. 1986) . . . [and then] critiqued particularly by feminists (Ellsworth, 1989; Gore,
1991; Orner, 1992), who have questioned the hidden coercion in ‘voice’, whose interests it
serves and the value of silence. (Bragg, 2007, p. 344)
Evident in this account is that, just as im/mobility is not strictly linked to in/equity:
. . . voice and speaking out have not been the uncontested signifiers of inclusion and silence
has not been simplistically the mark of the oppressed . . . systems of inclusion/exclusion do
not lie in direct parallel with vocal expression and silence, respectively. (Baker, 1999, p. 366)
Voice is not merely speech and its expression does not simply signify inclusion. Yet, despite
difficulties in its identification and recognition, voice is emerging within the social sciences
as a significant concept for re-theorising ‘the construction of knowledge and the circulation
of power’ (Baker, 1999, p. 365), with direct relevance to HE and student equity. For exam-
ple, Arnot and Reay (2007) have recently argued that ‘gendered voices have taken on new
meanings particularly within the context of feminist standpoint theory which finds its ratio-
nale in the articulation of women’s privileged insight into the nature of society’ (p. 313).
Similarly, Dei (2008) ‘calls for paying due attention to the ontological and epistemological
claims of Indigenous knowings’ (p. 8) and ways of knowing. The more general point,
of ‘epistemological equity’ (p. 8), is that people from marginalised groups – ‘speaking
from a particular standpoint, an experience, and a location’ (Arnot & Reay 2007, p. 313)
– are authors of knowledge (Harding, 2004 , p. 4): legitimate but for its relegation to the
academic periphery or its appropriation by Eurocentrism and northern theorists (Connell,
2007; Dei, 2008; Said, 2000). Possibilities for pursuing epistemological equity are not
equal across different parts of HE systems; some institutions and disciplines are more
active in creating spaces where broader bodies of knowledge and ways of knowing might
be recognised, while others remain more strongly tied to fixed, ‘canonical’ knowledge.
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Couldry (2010) argues that in relating ‘freedom’ (‘the term which Amartya Sen uses
to focus his critique of contemporary economics’) and ‘recognition’ (‘the term which Axel
Honneth adapts . . . to reconnect to contemporary social conditions’), voice has ‘a par-
ticular role as a connecting concept’ (p. 103). Drawing on Judith Butler, Couldry (2010)
suggests that ‘the aspect of voice which matters most then for voice as a value [the equity
value of voice] is people’s practice of giving an account, implicitly or explicitly, of the
world within which they act’ (p. 7). Informed by this positioning and theorisation of voice,
there are at least five interrelated principles that flow from ‘giving an account of oneself’
(Butler, 2005 ), with implications for student equity in HE.
Voice requires resources – practical and symbolic – if it is to be recognised/valued
by others
As a first principle, Couldry (2010) argues that ‘having a voice requires resources: both
practical resources ([e.g.] language) and the (seemingly purely symbolic) status neces-
sary if one is to be recognised by others as having a voice’ (p. 7). Students unfamiliar
with the distinctions of HE (Bourdieu, 1986) often comment on its ‘totally different lan-
guage’ (Student, in Read, Francis, & Robson, 2003, p. 271) compared with the familiarities
of school. For these students, the issue is not simply the foreign language but, more
importantly, its requirement to understand and give over to its demands:
The student has to appropriate (or be appropriated by) a specialised discourse, and he [sic] has
to do this as though he were easily and comfortably one with his audience. . . . He must learn
to speak our language. Or he must dare to speak it or to carry off the bluff, since speaking and
writing will most certainly be required long before the skill is ‘learned’. (Bartholomae, 1985,
p. 135)
Learning the language of HE and the knowledge about which it speaks is necessarily part
of the student experience and needs to be adequately resourced by HE institutions, but
the socialisation into HE’s specific requirements also raises the question: ‘how does the
knowledge about [students’] own existence, realities, and identities help produce a form of
knowledge legitimate in its own right and able to contest other ways of knowing?’ (Dei,
2010, p. 90). In the absence of voice to speak ‘in one’s own name’ (Couldry, 2010, p. 580),
HE remains a process of social reproduction, often unrecognised as such and unrecognising
of others.
Voice involves an ongoing exchange of narratives with others
Recognition is not simply about creating spaces for other voices, ‘where multiple knowl-
edges can co-exist’ (Dei, 2008, p. 8) in ‘particularity’ (Said, 2000). Nor does it involve
replacing one hegemonic voice with another, ‘supplant[ing] Eurocentrism with, for
instance, Afrocentric or Islamocentric approaches’ (Said 2000, p. 381). Rather, placing
a value on ‘voice necessarily involves . . . exchanging narratives back and forth between
our past and present selves, and between us and others’ (Couldry, 2010, p. 8). This is not
the norm in HE: ‘at times, texts of general theory include exotic items [or experiences]
from the non-metropolitan world, but they do not introduce ideas from the periphery
that have to be considered as part of the dialogue of the theory’ (Connell 2007, p. 46).
Similarly for marginalised students, more often than not they feel like ‘the odd one out’
(Bhavesh, in Reay, Crozier, & Clayton, 2010 , p. 113), that they are ‘from different worlds’
(Janice; in Reay, David, & Ball 2005, p. 94). They speak but rarely ‘feel comfortable in the
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group, [with] really sharing my ideas . . . when I did speak about things, it wasn’t really
acknowledge[d]’ (Student, in O’Neill & Wyness, 2005, p. 436). By contrast, the exchange
value of voice is in:
. . . the process of mutually recognising our claims on each other as reflexive human agents,
each with an account to give, an account of our lives that needs to be registered and heard, our
stories endlessly entangled in each others’ stories. (Couldry, 2009, p. 580)
Voice speaks from our embodied histories
A third principle that flows from privileging voice is in recognising the privileged (and
not so privileged) histories from which students’ stories come, not simply the words that
are used to tell these stories. Voices ‘are embedded in historically located structures and
relations of power’ (Fielding, 2004, p. 300), such that:
Who is speaking to whom turns out to be as important for meaning and truth as what is said;
in fact what is said turns out to change according to who is speaking and who is listening.
. . . How what is said gets heard depends on who says it, and who says it will affect the style
and language in which it is stated, which will in turn affect its perceived significance. (Alcoff,
1991/92 , pp. 12–13)
Students from marginalised groups understand this very well, all the more as the distance
increases between their ‘archives of experience’ – to extrapolate from Appaduari (2003) –
and the ‘form’ that voice takes in HE contexts. When the permitted forms of student voice
do not allow for ‘articulating the world from a distinctive embodied position’, when they
fail ‘to respect the inherent differences between voices’, then they also fail ‘to recognize
voice at all’ (Couldry, 2010, p. 8, emphasis in original).
Our lives are not composed of just one narrative
Even when the embodied histories of HE students different from the norm are recognised,
too often their voices are essentialised: the female student called on to provide a gender per-
spective, the Indigenous student asked to give an account of white ‘settlement’, the student
from poor financial circumstances invited to relate their story of social mobility through
education, and so on. Their difference is assumed to constitute their knowledge, almost in
totality, and, as noted above, it is knowledge left to them, on the margins. Understandably,
students can be wary of declaring their difference:
I’m very suspicious of people making judgment about who you are depending on whether you
tick a box or you don’t. Because I think people don’t understand that you can have dyslexia
and be a completely, perfectly affable, perfectly bright person who just has a few problems in
these areas over here. (Student, in Riddell, Tinklin, & Wilson, 2005, p. 638)
The compartmentalization of knowledge – which enables northern theory to ignore or
marginalise the ‘other’ (Connell, 2007) – and the reduction of voice to just one narra-
tive, work against student equity by ‘block[ing] [students’] capacity to bring one part of
their lives to bear on another part’ (Couldry, 2010, p. 9). This separation works to deny
voice its dimensions: ‘my ethnicity doesn’t affect university as such but I have to have two
lives, one as an Asian mum and one as a student’ (Student, in Kimura et al., 2006, p. 70).
And repeatedly denying voice culminates in its silencing: ‘what is the sense of sharing
Indigenous knowledge if it does not work to transform the institutions within which we
work, and the societies within which we live’ (Dei, 2008, p. 6)?
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
7:3
5 1
5 N
ov
em
be
r 2
01
1 
Critical Studies in Education 129
Voice is denied when social relations are organised in ways that privilege some voices
over others
A fifth principle in support of ‘voice as value’ concerns the structuring of HE students’
experiences. For some students, the social and cultural arrangements of HE can be like:
. . . finding yourself suddenly, wak[ing] up in a completely different place, it felt so strange:
different expectations, different course organizations, different modes of study, you name it,
everything is different. This is the third week, and I am still disoriented. I am also stressed out,
and feel that I am making very little progress. (Chinese postgraduate student, in Gill, 2007,
p. 172)
Bernstein (2003) has argued similarly that ‘educational knowledge is a major regula-
tor of the structure of experience . . . realized through three message systems: curriculum,
pedagogy and evaluation [assessment]’ (p. 85). Pedagogy (the transmission of knowledge)
in particular is concerned with the organisation of social relations, which can undermine
voice in subtle ways. A central question for student equity in higher education, then, is:
‘How are forms of experience, identity and relation evoked, maintained and changed by the
formal transmission of educational knowledge and sensitivities?’ (Bernstein, 2003, p. 85).
What kinds of knowledge transmission value voice, not just for some and ‘not just indi-
vidual lives but social life and social space [which] are organized in part by narratives
[message systems] that set reference points, relevances and values’ (Couldry, 2010, p. 10)
for all students.
Conclusion: new capacities for student equity in higher education
Two broad implications for thinking about student equity follow from this discussion of
capacities for mobility, aspiration and voice. First, a capacities approach reframes the prob-
lem and opens up space for debate about the possibility and desirability of HE. A focus on
barriers to HE access and participation tends to assume the desirability of HE and, where it
appears absent, seeks to stimulate it in order to increase its possibility. In contrast, a focus
on capacities draws attention to how social position and access to resources mediate what
ends are felt to be possible and desirable. For the elite, these conditions are such that desire
tends to inform possibility: what is imagined as desirable is simply made possible. For
the marginalised, possibility tends to inform desire: what is possible limits the desirable to
what is ‘realistic’. The extent to which HE access and participation are felt to be possible
and desirable is related to normative accounts of its possibility and desirability, generated
by the elite. Focusing on capacities draws attention to the need for equity work to place
these normative accounts in question, rather than simply increasing subscription to them,
and to create conditions in which people can exert greater control over the definition of
who they are, what matters to them and the kinds of institutions that serve these purposes.
This is a strongly non-deficit approach that suggests student equity is not simply about
removing barriers to participation for individual students, but about changing institutions
to make access and participation more possible and desirable to a wider set of groups in
society.
Second, this capacity-focused approach therefore has implications for how we con-
ceive the role of HE in relation to under-represented and disadvantaged groups, as well
as more broadly. Student equity has long been a largely quantitative science, discussed in
terms of socio-economic indexes and participation rates. While these quantitative assess-
ments are undoubtedly important, they foreclose on important questions about the quality
of what is being accessed. These are precisely the kinds of questions that a capacity-focused
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approach raises. For example, appreciating the importance of network capital and the
capacity to cultivate networks could see universities working more closely with and mak-
ing contributions to communities, both geographically proximate and virtually connected,
rather than simply offering individuals within them opportunities to ‘escape’ through
becoming socially mobile. From a mobility perspective, improving student equity in HE
might be conceived in terms of networking people in rather than providing them with a
way out of their socio-economic circumstances. Appreciating the need to resource peo-
ples’ capacity to shape futures might lead to universities working in consultative ways to
imagine new forms and purposes for HE, rather than working simply to raise desire for HE
in present forms. Aspiration-focused student equity efforts might be conceived in terms of
resourcing students to imagine alternative futures in open-ended ways, exposing current
institutional forms to critique and creating opportunities for the production of new forms
of sociality within and beyond university. And appreciating the need to strengthen people’s
capacity to narrate their experiences might see universities working to improve excellence
through increasing equity (see Milem, 2003 ). Given a positive regard for voice, student
equity might be conceived in terms of valuing the epistemological benefits of difference,
rather than approaching plurality as an obstacle to standards and to quality knowledge
production, such that equity would involve not only improving engagement in HE for
under-represented groups but also the quality of HE for those around them.
In sum, rethinking student equity in terms of capacities for mobility, aspiration and
voice is actually about rethinking higher education itself.
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